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In 1998 there were an estimated
25,062,400 veterans in the United
States population, including 225,700
veterans held in the Nation’s prisons
and jails.  Males comprised 95% of all
veterans and 99% of those veterans in
prison and jail.  Among adult males in
1998, there were 937 incarcerated
veterans per 100,000 veteran
residents, up from 571 per 100,000 in
1985.  Despite the increase, male
veterans were incarcerated at less than
half the rate of adult male nonveterans
(1,971 per 100,000) in 1998.

Since 1985 the number of U.S. veter-
ans has declined by nearly 3 million, an
average decline of 1% per year.  The
number of male veterans dropped from
26,962,000 in 1985 to 23,834,100 in
1998, while the number of female
veterans rose from 1,044,700 to
1,228,300.  The number in prison or jail
rose from 154,600 in 1985 to 225,700
in 1998, an increase of 46%.  However,
during this period the number of
nonveteran inmates rose 172%.  Veter-
ans accounted for 12% of all inmates
in 1998, down from 21% in 1985.

These data are based on interviews
with national samples of inmates.  In
responses to the 1997 Survey of
Inmates in State and Federal Correc-
tional Facilities and the 1996 Survey of
Inmates in Local Jails, inmates
provided information on their military
service, as well as their criminal history
and personal background.
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� 1 in every 6 incarcerated veterans
were not honorably discharged from 
the military.

� About 20% of veterans in prison 
or jail reported seeing combat duty
during their military service.

� In 1998, an estimated 56,500
Vietnam War-era veterans and 18,500
Persian Gulf War-era veterans were
held in State and Federal prisons.  

� About 35% of veterans in State
prison, compared to 20% of non-
veterans, were convicted of homicide
or sexual assault.

� Veterans (30%) were more likely
than other State prisoners (23%) 
to be first-time offenders.

� Among violent State prisoners, the
average sentence of veterans was 50
months longer than the average of
nonveterans.

� Veterans in State prison (26%) were
less likely than other State prisoners
(34%) to report having used drugs at
the time of their offense.

� Nearly 60% of veterans in State
prison had driven drunk in the past,
compared to 45% of other  inmates.

� About 70% of veterans, compared
to 54% of other State prisoners, had
been working full-time before arrest.
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but less likely to be serving a sentence for drugs

Veterans in State prison reported higher levels of alcohol abuse, 
lower levels of drug abuse, than other prisoners
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Number of U.S. veterans declinin g; number held 
in prison and jail risin g 

In 1998 the veteran population in the United States totaled
25 million, but the number has been steadily declining.
The Department of Veterans Affairs, using data from the
decennial census, annual discharge data, and mortality
rates, reports that the number of male veterans has
dropped by more than 3 million since 1985.  Veterans
accounted for 1 in 3 adult male residents in 1985 but
declined to 1 in 4 by 1998.  During the same period, the
number of female veterans has risen by over 180,000.
Overall, the number of veterans has declined nearly 1%
per year since 1985.

In BJS surveys of jail and prison inmates conducted since
the mid-1980’s, a declining percentage reported prior
military service.  Veterans accounted for 13% of State
prisoners in 1997 and 12% of jail inmates in 1996, down
from 20% in 1986 and 21% in 1983, respectively.  While
these percentages declined, the overall size of the prison
and jail populations rose sharply.  Between 1985 and
1998, the number of prison and jail inmates grew by over
1 million.  As a result, the number of incarcerated veterans
also rose, from 154,600 in 1985 to 225,700 in 1998.

Among adult males � who comprise 95% of all veterans �
the incarceration rate of veterans has remained far lower
than that of nonveterans.  In 1985 there were 571 incarcer-
ated male veterans per 100,000 male veteran residents,
compared to a rate of 965 per 100,000 among male
nonveterans. In 1998 the rate of male veterans had
increased to 937 but was still less than half that of nonvet-
erans (1,971).
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Veterans include all persons with prior militar y
service
 
In this BJS Special Report, the term “veteran” is defined as
any person who has reported prior service in the United
States Armed Forces, regardless of their type of military
discharge.  This definition differs from that used by the
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) to determine eligibility
for various veteran benefit programs, as it includes
persons not honorably discharged and a small number of
persons awaiting discharge.  However, VA counts of veter-
ans in the U.S. resident population and BJS counts of
those in prison or jail employ comparable definitions that
include all types of discharges.

The percentage of veterans in the U.S. population who had
not been honorably discharged is unknown.  Data 
from the Defense Manpower Data Center indicate that
9.5% of the 217,600 officers and enlisted persons dis-
charged from the U.S. Armed Forces during fiscal year
1999 were not honorably discharged (including dishonor-
able, bad conduct, other than honorable, and general
discharges).

Not honorably discharged veterans are found in incarcer-
ated populations in higher proportions —  17% of veterans
held in State prison, 15% of those in Federal prison, and
14% of those in local jails.  Veterans in prison who had not
been honorably discharged from military service have
more serious criminal and substance abuse histories than
other incarcerated veterans.  (For a detailed comparison of
incarcerated veterans by discharge type, see page 13.)

aIncludes general discharges that have been converted to 
honorable status since leaving military service.
bIncludes other general, dishonorable, undesirable, and 
bad conduct discharges.
cIncludes Section 8 discharges.

1.21.30  Not discharged
3.35.43.2  Medicalc

14.917.413.8  Not honorableb
80.7%76.0%83.0%  Honorablea

Type of discharge

FederalState

Percent of veterans 
in prison, 1997Percent of veterans

in local jails, 1996



Nearly 60% of incarcerated veterans
had served in the Arm y

Veterans in prison and jail had served
in all branches of the U.S. Armed
Forces, including the U.S. Coast
Guard and National Guard (table 1).
Although the U.S. Army has accounted
for less than 40% of U.S. military
personnel since 1971, Army veterans
made up a majority of veterans incar-
cerated in both State (59%) and
Federal (58%) prison, as well as local
jails (57%).  The Air Force accounted
for an average of 29% of U.S. military
personnel between 1960 and 1996, but
Air Force veterans made up 9% of
veterans in State prison, 12% of those
in Federal prison, and 10% of veterans
in local jails.  (For details on military
personnel data see Methodology.)

Veterans’ mean length of military
service was about the same among jail
inmates (44 months) and State (45
months) and Federal (48 months)
prisoners.  Veterans held in Federal
prison were the least likely to report
less than a year of military service
(10%), followed by veterans in local
jails (14%) and State prison (15%).

1 in 5 incarcerated veterans saw
combat dut y durin g their service

About equal percentages of veterans in
State and Federal prisons (20% of
each) and local jails (21%) reported
seeing combat duty during their military
service.  A larger percentage of the
veterans in prison (50% of State and
61% of Federal) had served during a
period of wartime.  

The reported wartime experience of  
incarcerated veterans changed after
1991, reflecting the end of the Persian
Gulf War and the effects of aging
among veterans from previous wars
and military conflicts.  In 1997 Vietnam-
era veterans were still the most
common wartime veterans, accounting
for 35% of veterans in State prison and

43% of those in Federal prison.  This
represented a decline from 1991, when
Vietnam-era veterans made up 42%
and 49% of State and Federal prison
veterans, respectively.

In 1997 Persian Gulf War-era veterans
made up 12% of State and 13% of
Federal prison veterans.  Veterans who
served during the Korean Conflict era
accounted for 3% of State and 5% of
Federal prison veterans, down from 6%
and 9%, respectively in 1991.  One
percent of both State and Federal
prison veterans reported military
service during World War II.
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*Veterans may have served during more than one period of wartime.

1.612.91.311.7Persian Gulf War era (1990-1991)
49.043.342.135.3Vietnam War era  (1964-1973)
8.84.65.72.9Korean Conflict era (1950-53)
4.51.21.41.3World War II era (1941-45)

62.961.049.149.7Wartime
37.1%39.0%50.9%50.3%Peacetime

Time of military service*

1991199719911997
FederalState

Percent of veterans in prison

Note: Veterans made up 12.5% of the State, and 14.5% of the Federal prison population
at the time of the survey in 1997, and 11.7% of the local jail population at the time of the
survey in 1996.
aDetail adds to more than 100% because veterans may have served
in more than one branch of the U.S. Armed Forces.
bIncludes National Guard or Reserve service in an unspecified branch
of the U.S. Armed Forces, as well as service in the Merchant Marine.

59,70014,800134,400Estimated number of veterans

44 mos.48 mos.45 mos.Mean length of service

21.020.020.061 months or longer
21.924.421.137-60 months
24.725.725.025-36 months
18.919.519.213-24 months
13.6%10.3%14.6%12 months or less

Length of militar y service  

79.079.879.9 No
21.0%20.2%20.1%Yes

Durin g your service, did you see
combat in a combat or line unit?

1.01.21.3Other b
0.30.50.9Coast Guard

10.111.98.9Air Force
14.816.215.6Marine Corps
19.814.017.2Navy
56.7%58.4%58.6%Army

In which branch of the U.S.
Armed Forces did you serve? a

FederalState

Percent of 
veterans in 
local jails, 1996

Percent of veterans
in prison, 1997

Table 1.  Military service of veterans in State and Federal prisons, 1997,
and local jails , 1996



A majorit y of veterans in State
prison, but less than a third of
nonveteran inmates, were white

Because nearly 95% of veterans are
men, virtually all incarcerated veterans
in 1997 were men (table 2).  Among
nonveterans women accounted for 7%
of State prisoners, 8% of Federal
prisoners, and 11% of local jail
inmates.  In contrast, women
accounted for 1% of the veterans in
either State or Federal prison, and 
2% of veterans in local jails.

Veterans were also more likely than
other inmates to be white non-
Hispanic.  Among State prisoners, 

over half (53%) of veterans were white
non-Hispanics, compared to nearly a
third (31%) of nonveterans.  Among
Federal prisoners the percentage of
veterans who were white (50%) was
nearly double that of nonveterans
(26%).

In both prisons and jails, black non-
Hispanics made up the largest share of
nonveteran inmates.  Blacks made up
48% of the nonveterans in State
prison, compared to 37% of veterans.
The percentage of black inmates
varied less by veteran status in Federal
prison (38% of nonveterans, 35% of
veterans) and local jails (41% of
nonveterans and 37% of veterans).  

The percentage of Hispanics was
sharply lower among veterans than
nonveterans.  In both State and
Federal prison, as well as local jails,
the percentage of Hispanics among
veterans was less than half that of
nonveterans.  Federal prisoners
displayed the largest difference, with
Hispanics accounting for 30% of
nonveterans and 12% of veterans.

Amon g State prisoners, the median
age of veterans was 10 years hi gher
than that of nonveterans

Veterans were much older than other
prison and jail inmates.  Among both
State (41 years old) and Federal (43)
prisoners, the median age of veterans
was over age 40, while that of nonvet-
erans was age 31 and 35, respectively.
Nonveterans (63%) were almost 3
times as likely as veterans (23%) to be
under age 35.  In contrast, 32% of
veterans in State prison were at least
age 45, compared to 10% of nonveter-
ans.  

Veterans were also more likely to have
been married than nonveterans.
Overall, 71% of veterans and 39% of
nonveterans in State prison said they
had been married at some time in their
lives.  However, the percentages of
veterans (22%) and nonveterans (16%)
who said they were currently married
were much more similar. 

Veterans reported much higher levels
of completed education than other
inmates.  Among State prisoners,
veterans (32%) were about 3 times
more likely than nonveterans (11%) to
have attended college.  Even higher
levels of college attendance were
reported by veterans in local jail (37%)
and Federal prison (42%).  In contrast,
44% of nonveterans in State prison
reported that they had neither
completed high school nor attained a
GED, compared to 12% of veterans.
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12.736.724.241.610.732.0Some college or more
17.828.119.027.214.225.3High school graduate
18.521.827.324.131.531.1GED
36.79.516.34.128.27.4Some high school
14.4%4.0%13.3%3.0%15.4%4.3%8th grade or less

Education completed

62.727.844.822.861.228.6Never married
8.112.65.95.55.67.4Separated

13.134.718.035.115.738.6Divorced
1.13.61.52.91.63.7Widowed

14.9%21.4%29.8%33.7%15.9%21.8%Married
Marital status

28 yrs.38 yrs.35 yrs.43 yrs.31 yrs.41 yrs.Median

1.05.75.619.01.910.155 or older
4.817.714.427.18.022.045-54

21.542.430.730.327.344.535-44
38.429.639.122.340.521.525-34
34.3%4.6%10.2%1.3%22.3%1.9%24 or younger

Age

3.62.95.23.53.23.1Other
19.88.630.011.918.46.9Hispanic
41.336.638.434.747.837.2Black non-Hispanic
35.3%51.9%26.5%49.8%30.5%52.8%White non-Hispanic

Race/Hispanic ori gin

11.31.58.31.17.00.8Female
88.7%98.5%91.7%98.9%93.0%99.2%Male

Gender

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeterans

FederalState
Percent of local
jail inmates, 1996

Percent of prisoners, 1997

Table 2. Selected characteristics of State and Federal prisoners, and local 
jail inmates, by veteran status



Veteran inmates were more likel y to
be violent offenders, less likel y to be
dru g offenders  

A majority (55%) of the veterans in
State prison were sentenced for a
violent offense, compared to 46% of
nonveterans (table 3).  Among Federal
prisoners fewer than a quarter of veter-
ans (22%) were violent offenders, but
the percentage was still lower among
nonveterans (13%).  Veterans in both
State (14%) and Federal (51%) prison
were less likely to be drug offenders
than nonveterans (22% and 65%,
respectively).  

Among State prisoners veterans (18%)
were over twice as likely as nonveter-
ans (7%) to be sentenced for a sexual
assault, including rape.  While veterans
also had a slightly higher percentage of
homicide offenders (17%) than nonvet-
erans (13%), they were no more likely
than other State prisoners to be
sentenced for other types of violent
crime.  In local jails, sexual assault was
the only violent offense for which a
greater share of veterans (6%) than
nonveterans (3%) were held. (For
further data on sexual assaults and
military personnel, see box below.)

About equal percentages of veterans
and nonveterans in State prison were
sentenced for property and public-
order offenses.  Among Federal prison-
ers, veterans had a higher percentage
of fraud offenders (9%) than nonveter-
ans (4%), but were otherwise equally
likely to be convicted of property or
public-order offenses.

Among local jail inmates veterans had
a similar percentage of both violent
(27%) and property (25%) offenders as
nonveterans (26% and 27%, respec-
tively).  Veterans (17%) in local jails
were less likely to be drug offenders
than nonveterans (23%), but more
likely to be public-order offenders (31%
compared to 23%).  
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aIncludes murder and manslaughter.
bIncludes rape and other sexual assault.

0.5%0.4%1.1%0.8%0.3%0.1%Other/uns pecified

21.129.08.16.87.38.4Other public-order
2.32.36.77.82.61.7Weapons

23.4%31.3%14.8%14.6%9.8%10.2%Public-order offenses

1.31.45.93.50.60.7Other drug
9.56.746.341.311.69.0Trafficking

11.98.412.36.59.44.7Possession
22.7%16.5%64.6%51.3%21.5%14.4%Drug offenses

2.11.40.40.21.00.9Other property
2.21.60.50.51.61.5Stolen property
4.45.84.28.72.63.2Fraud
2.71.60.30.21.91.4Motor vehicle theft
7.98.50.41.14.24.3Larceny
7.96.10.40.110.98.9Burglary

27.1%25.1%6.1%10.9%22.2%20.3%Property offenses

1.81.80.93.01.91.9Other violent
11.99.41.21.99.58.2Assault
6.66.49.313.614.710.4Robbery
2.86.30.71.67.217.8Sexual assaultb
3.32.81.42.312.816.8Homicidea

26.3%26.7%13.4%22.4%46.1%55.1%Violent offenses

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeteransCurrent offense

FederalState
Percent of local
jail inmates, 1996

Percent of prisoners, 1997

Table 3. Current offense of State and Federal prisoners, and local jail inmates,
by veteran status

  

The high prevalence of sex offenders
among incarcerated veterans is also
reflected in data collected on persons
still on active military duty.  Since
1994, the U.S. Department of
Defense (DoD) Corrections Council
has annually reported data to the
Bureau of Justice Statistics regarding
persons incarcerated in military
correctional facilities.  These facilities,
administered by the DoD, hold
inmates whose offenses fell under the
Uniform Code of Military Justice
rather than civilian Federal, State, or
local jurisdiction. (See Methodology.)

In 1997 sexual assault was the most
common offense for which inmates
were held in military prisons, account-
ing for nearly a third (31%) of all
military prisoners.  Sexual assaults
have also been the most common
offense in each year since reporting
began. All other violent offenses  

accounted for 21% of military prison-
ers, followed by drug (20%), property
(17%), and public-order (2%)
offenses.  Another 8% of military
prisoners were sentenced for military
offenses, including AWOL, desertion,
and insubordination.  

Note:  For more data on military correctional
facilities and inmates, see Correctional
Populations in the United States, 1997, 
NCJ 177613, forthcoming.

2,466Number of prisoners

1.2Other
7.6Military offenses
1.7Public-order

20.2Drug
17.2Property

0.3Other violent
8.6Assault
1.7Robbery

30.6Sexual assault
11.1Homicide
52.2%Violent

Percent of prisoners 
in military facilities, 1997Type of offense

Sex offenders accounted for 1 in 3 prisoners held in militar y 
correctional facilities at yearend 1997



Amon g violent State prisoners, 
over two-thirds of veterans
knew their victims

Among violent State prisoners, veter-
ans (69%) were more likely than
nonveterans (51%) to have known their
victims (table 4).  Veterans (22%) were
twice as likely as other violent State
prisoners (9%) to have victimized a
relative (excluding spouses).  Veterans
(11%) were as likely as nonveterans
(9%) to report victimizing an intimate,
such as a spouse, girlfriend or
boyfriend.  A slightly higher percentage
of veterans (32%) than nonveterans
(27%) reported victimizing friends and
acquaintances.  

About two-thirds of violent veterans,
and half of other violent State prisoners
reported victimizing a female.  A major-
ity (54%) of veterans, compared to
36% of nonveterans, said that females
were the only victims of their violent   

offense.  About a third (36%) of veter-
ans, but a majority of nonveterans
(53%) said that only men had been the
victims of their violent crime.  A tenth of
both groups reported both male and
female victims.  Fewer veterans (34%)
than nonveterans (44%) reported using
a weapon during their violent offense.

Veterans (36%) were more likely than
nonveterans (20%) to have victimized
a juvenile (under 18 years old).  In
particular, twice as many veterans
(20%) as nonveterans (9%) reported
that their youngest victim was a child,
age 12 or younger. 
 
Combat veterans in prison were no
more likel y to be violent offenders
than other veterans

Among veterans in State prison, those
who reported seeing combat duty
during their military service were no
more likely to be violent offenders than 

other veterans (55% of both) (table 5).
Overall, the offense distribution of   
combat veterans showed few differ-
ences from that of noncombat
veterans.  Combat veterans were also
as likely to be property (19%) or drug
(14%) offenders as noncombat veter-
ans (21% and 15%, respectively).  

Veterans who had served in the military
during the Vietnam War era (1964-
1973) were more likely (59%) than
other veterans in State prison (52%) to
be violent offenders.  In particular,
higher percentages of Vietnam-era
veterans were sentenced for homicide
(20%) compared to other veterans
(14%).  Vietnam-era veterans (16%)
were less likely than other veterans
(23%) to be property offenders.  About
equal percentages of Vietnam-era
veterans  were held for drug (15%) or
public-order (10%) offenses as other
veterans (14% for drug and 10% for
public-order offenses).    
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aDefined as military service during 1964-73.
bIncludes murder and manslaughter.
cIncludes rape and other sexual assault.

103,59025,74181,09044,063Number of prisoners 

0.00.40.10.0Other/uns pecified

7.811.37.99.5Other public-order
1.91.22.10.9Weapons
9.6%12.5%10.1%10.4%Public-order offenses

0.60.90.70.7Other drug
9.08.99.18.7Trafficking
5.03.94.65.1Possession

14.6%13.7%14.4%14.6%Drug offenses

0.81.40.81.2Other property
1.80.71.80.9Stolen property
3.13.74.01.8Fraud
1.60.71.70.7Motor vehicle theft
4.34.34.44.1Larceny
9.27.810.46.9Burglary

20.7%18.5%23.1%15.6%Property offenses

1.92.01.72.2Other violent
8.09.18.38.8Assault

10.98.011.48.0Robbery
18.316.216.420.0Sexual assaultc
16.019.614.420.4Homicideb
55.1%54.9%52.3%59.4%Violent offenses

NoYesNoYesCurrent offense
Served in combat dutyVietnam-era servicea

Percent of veterans in State prison, 1997

Table 5. Current offense of veterans in State prison,
by Vietnam-era service and combat-duty service, 1997

aMore than one victim may have been reported.
bIncludes (ex-)spouse, (ex-)boyfriend, and (ex-)girlfriend.
cIncludes those known by sight only.

56.266.4No
43.8%33.6%Yes

Use of weapon

48.931.0Knew none of victims
7.15.2Otherc

27.331.8Friend/acquaintance
8.811.4Intimateb
9.322.4Relative

51.1%69.0%Knew victima
Victim-offender relationshi p

4.46.355 or older
23.222.335-54
31.422.025-34
21.213.618-24
10.415.413-17
9.4%20.4%12 or younger 

Age of youn gest victim

11.39.9Both males and females
36.153.9Female
52.7%36.1%Male

Gender of victim (s)

NonveteransVeteransVictim characteristic

Percent of violent 
State prisoners, 1997

Table 4. Victim characteristics and use of weapon,
by veteran status of violent State prisoners, 1997



Amon g State prisoners, veterans
had less extensive criminal histories
than nonveterans

In State prisons veterans had less
extensive criminal histories than other
inmates (table 6).  At the time of their
arrest, veterans were less likely than
other State prisoners to be on proba-
tion or parole supervision, bail, pretrial
release or other forms of conditional
release from custody.  About a third of
veterans (36%) and half of nonveter-
ans (49%) reported some type of crimi-
nal justice status when arrested.

Veterans in State prison were less
likely than nonveterans to be recidivists
(those inmates with a history of proba-
tion or incarceration sentences prior to
their current confinement).  Nearly a
third of veterans were first-time offend-
ers, while about a quarter of other
prisoners did not report a prior
sentence.  Veterans in State prison
were also less likely to have lengthy
criminal records.  Offenders with at
least three prior probation or incarcera-
tion sentences accounted for 37% of
veterans, and 44% of the nonveterans
in State prison.

In both local jails and Federal prisons,
the criminal histories of veterans and
nonveterans were more similar.  An
equal percentage (27%) of both veter-
ans and other local jail inmates were
first-time offenders, without prior
sentences.  Veterans (45%) were also
as likely as other jail inmates (44%) to
report three or more prior sentences.

In Federal prison veterans (60%) were
as likely as nonveterans (61%) to
report a prior sentence.  About 30% 
of both veterans and other Federal
prisoners reported three or more prior
probation or incarceration sentences. 

Criminal histories of combat 
veterans were less serious than
other veterans in prison

Veterans who had seen combat during
their military service (29%) were less
likely to have a criminal justice status
when arrested than other veterans   
(38%) (table 7).  Forty percent of com-
bat veterans were first-time offenders,
compared to 27% of noncombat

veterans.  Combat veterans (39%)
were also less likely to be violent recidi-
vists than other veterans (46%).

Overall, the criminal histories reported
by Vietnam-era veterans in State
prison were similar to those of other  
veterans. Similar percentages of
Vietnam-era veterans (29%) and other
veterans (31%) were first-time 

offenders.  Vietnam-era veterans
(29%) were less likely than other veter-
ans in State prison (40%) to have a
criminal justice status at the time of
their arrest.  
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bRecidivists with at least one current or
past violent offense.
cIncludes recidivists with unknown offense
types.

Note: Detail may not add to total due to rounding.
--Data not collected.
aIn cases where jail inmates had multiple types of
criminal justice status when arrested, probation and
parole supervision was taken as the primary status.

8.69.32.72.76.15.511 or more
15.214.38.34.612.49.66-10
20.121.318.522.425.322.13-5
11.410.514.314.416.614.92
17.417.417.616.216.717.81
27.3%27.3%38.7%39.7%22.9%30.1%0

incarceration sentences
Number of prior probation/

31.434.828.025.826.823.3Other recidivistsc
7.34.510.68.03.12.3Drug recidivists only

34.033.422.726.447.244.3Violent recidivistsb
72.772.761.360.377.169.9Priors
27.3%27.3%38.7%39.7%22.9%30.1%None

Criminal histor y

1.71.60.30.40.70.5Other
8.96.6--------On bail or pretrial release

30.925.613.910.523.314.4On probation
13.113.013.116.024.921.0On parole
54.546.827.326.948.935.9Statusa
45.5%53.2%72.7%73.1%51.1%64.1%None

Status at time of current
arrest

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeterans

FederalState
Percent of local 
jail inmates, 1996

Percent of prisoners, 1997

Table 6. Criminal history of State and Federal prisoners, and local jails inmates,
by veteran status

cIncludes recidivists with
unknown offense types.

Note: Detail may not add to total due to rounding.
aDefined as military service during 1964-73.
bRecidivists with at least one current or past violent offense.

24.419.525.020.8Other recidivistsc
2.41.62.52.1Drug recidivists only

45.838.641.748.4Violent recidivistsb
72.659.769.271.3Priors
27.4%40.3%30.8%28.7%None

Criminal histor y

37.928.539.529.3Status
62.1%71.5%60.5%70.7%None

Status at time of current arrest

NoYesNoYes
Served in combat dutyVietnam-era servicea

Percent of veterans in State prison, 1997

Table 7. Criminal history of veterans in State prison, by Vietnam-era service 
and combat-duty service, 1997



Veterans’ sentences avera ged 
3 years lon ger than other State
prisoners

On average veterans were serving
longer prison sentences than other
inmates (table 8).  Among State prison-
ers, the mean maximum sentence
length of veterans (191 months) was 3
years longer than that of nonveterans
(152 months).  Veterans (26%) were
more likely to report sentences of 20 or
more years than nonveterans (20%),
as well as life or death sentences (11%
of veterans, 7% of nonveterans).  

These differences may reflect the
higher percentage of violent offenders
among veterans.  Since violent crimes
carry longer sentences, veterans
should be expected to have longer 
sentences than nonveterans.  In
addition, veterans reported longer
sentences than other prisoners with 
the same offenses.  

 

Among violent offenders in State
prison, the mean sentence length
reported by veterans (264 months) was
about 4 years longer than that of
nonveterans (214 months).  In particu-
lar, veterans convicted of homicide
(406 months) and robbery (267
months) reported mean sentence
lengths that were over 6 years longer
than those of nonveterans (328 months
and 193 months, respectively).  

Among nonviolent offenders the
sentences of veterans and nonveter-
ans were more similar.  The mean drug
offense sentence for veterans (118
months) was about a year longer than
that of nonveterans (107 months). 

For both property and public-order
offenders, the mean sentences
reported by veterans (123 and 86
months, respectively) were 7 months
longer than those of nonveterans (116
and 79 months, respectively).

Among Federal prisoners, there was
less variation in sentence lengths.  On
average the sentences reported by
veterans (135 months) were less than
a year longer than those reported by
nonveterans (124 months).  The
percentages of veterans reporting
sentences of 20 or more years (15%),
as well as life or death sentences (5%),
were similar to nonveterans (13% and
3%, respectively).  The total time
expected to be served by veterans
(109 months) and nonveterans (103
months) varied by only 6 months.

Jail sentences showed no variation by
veteran status (table 9).  The mean
sentence lengths reported by veterans
(13 months) and nonveterans (12
months) were nearly equal.  Veterans
(8 months) and nonveterans (9
months) also expected to serve equal
amounts of jail time prior to release. 
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aExcludes sentences to life or death.
bBased on time served when interviewed plus time to be served until the expected
date of release.
cExcludes inmates who do not expect to be released.

103 mo109 mo87 mo107 moMeanc

3.62.85.96.0Don’t know
1.32.52.95.2No release expected
6.68.36.410.1240+ months
7.56.94.77.5180-239 months

14.916.49.09.7120-179 months
24.422.816.416.072-119 months
17.315.615.512.748-71 months
15.215.220.717.524-47 months
9.2%9.5%18.5%15.2%Less than 24 months

served on current sentence b
Estimated total time to be

124 mo135 mo152 mo191 moMeana

2.95.17.311.1Life/death
12.915.420.126.1240+ months
9.49.49.19.1180-239 months

19.217.213.412.9120-179 months
29.127.520.917.960-119 months
12.912.712.911.136-59 months
11.110.512.39.512-35 months
2.5%2.2%4.0%2.3%Less than 12 months

Maximum sentence len gth

NonveteransVeteransNonveteransVeterans
FederalState

Percent of prisoners, 1997

Table 8. Maximum sentence len gth, and time to be served until release,
by veteran status, State and Federal prisoners, 1997

7986Public-order
107118Drug 
116123Property

141151Assault
193267Robbery
231239Sexual assault
328406Homicide

214 mos.264 mos.Violent

NonveteransVeterans

Mean maximum sentence
length, State prisoners, 1997

Type of offense

aExcludes unsentenced jail inmates, and those
sentenced but awaiting transfer to prison or juvenile
facilities.
bBased on time served when interviewed plus time to
be served until the expected date of release.

8.6 mo7.6 moMean

3.62.137-60 months
4.41.725-36 months
9.713.213-24 months

25.624.37-12 months
30.328.73-6 months
26.2%30.0%Less than 3 months

served on current sentence b
Estimated total time to be

12.3 mo13.2 moMean

6.86.737-60 months
5.78.925-36 months

12.010.013-24 months
25.927.67-12 months
27.124.93-6 months
22.5%21.8%Less than 3 months

Maximum sentence len gth

NonveteransVeterans

Percent of inmates
sentenced to jail, 1996a

Table 9. Maximum sentence len gth and time
to be served until release, by veteran status,  
local jail inmates, 1996



Veterans were less likel y than other
inmates to re port usin g dru gs in the
month before their current offense

Among State prisoners, veterans
(79%) were less likely than nonveter-
ans (84%) to report past drug use
(table 10). The difference in drug use in
the month before the offense was
greater (45% of veterans, 58% of
nonveterans). In particular, fewer veter-
ans (27%) than nonveterans (41%)
reported marijuana use during this
period.  Veterans (26%) were also less
likely than nonveterans (34%) to have
been under the influence of drugs while
committing their offense. 

In Federal prisons, veterans were as
likely as other inmates (73% of both) to
report past drug use.  Veterans (40%)
were less likely than nonveterans
(46%) to have used drugs in the month
before the offense.  In local jails, veter-
ans (81%) also reported levels of prior
drug use similar to nonveterans (83%),
but lower levels (44%) of drug use in
the month prior to the offense than
nonveterans (50%).  At the time of the
offense, veterans in both Federal
prison (21%) and local jail (29%) were
about as likely as nonveterans (23%
Federal, 32% local jails) to have been
under the influence of drugs.

Among both State and Federal prison-
ers, as well as local jail inmates, the
percentage of veterans who reported
prior drug use was equal to, or lower
than the percentage of nonveterans.
However, in all three groups, the
percentage of veterans who reported
past use of specific drug types was
often higher than that of nonveterans.
For example, while veterans (81%)
were about as likely as other jail
inmates (83%) to report any prior drug
use, veterans were more likely to have
used heroin or other opiates (31%),
depressants (38%), stimulants (42%),
and hallucinogens (38%) than nonvet-
erans (23%, 29%, 32%, and 31%,
respectively).  These findings suggest
that among past drug users in prisons
and jails, veterans were more likely
than nonveterans to have used multiple
types of drugs. 

Veterans were also more likely to have
used intravenous (IV) drugs than
nonveterans.  Among both State and
Federal prisoners, as well as jail
inmates, a higher percentage of veter-
ans than nonveterans reported prior IV
drug use.   Veterans in State prison
(25%) or local jails (24%) were the
most likely to report prior IV drug use,
followed by veterans in Federal prison
(17%).  Among nonveterans, State
prisoners (19%) reported the highest
level of IV drug use, followed by local
jail (16%) and Federal inmates (11%).
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Note: Detail adds to more than total because prisoners
may have used more than one type of drug.
--Not reported.
aOther unspecified drugs are included in the totals.
bIncludes barbiturates, tranquilizers, and Quaalude.
cIncludes amphetamine and methamphetamine.
dIncludes LSD and PCP.

0.20.20.70.716.420.1Inhalants
1.20.83.41.531.438.3Hallucinogensd
4.33.97.47.132.442.5Stimulantsc
1.81.04.22.828.837.9Depressantsb
3.83.85.96.322.931.4Heroin/opiates

11.312.218.019.749.954.3Cocaine/crack
16.711.532.925.978.377.3Marijuana/hashish

32.0%28.8%49.5%44.1%82.5%81.0%     Any druga

Local jail inmates, 1996

----0.50.77.59.3Inhalants
0.80.91.71.617.528.2Hallucinogensd
3.85.87.39.319.330.4Stimulantsc
1.10.73.32.515.522.2Depressantsb
3.03.15.26.615.320.9Heroin/opiates
9.67.720.118.944.646.3Cocaine/crack

10.811.031.325.265.166.5Marijuana/hashish

22.6%21.3%45.6%40.2%73.0%72.5%     Any druga

Federal prisoners, 1997

----1.00.514.414.4Inhalants
1.91.24.32.028.231.8Hallucinogensd
4.24.98.99.527.037.0Stimulantsc
1.81.95.15.122.928.9Depressantsb
5.74.59.66.624.027.6Heroin/opiates

15.112.925.521.649.149.3Cocaine/crack
16.08.940.927.277.573.4Marijuana/hashish

33.5%26.0%58.1%45.4%83.6%79.0%     Any druga

State prisoners, 1997

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeteransType of drug

Using drugs at the
time of offense

Using drugs in the
month before offenseEver using drugs

Percent of inmates who reported —

Table 10. Dru g use of State and Federal prisoners, and local jail inmates,
by type of dru g and veteran status

16.2Nonveterans
23.9%Veterans

Local jail inmates

11.5Nonveterans
17.1%Veterans

Federal prisoners

19.4Nonveterans
24.5%Veterans

State prisoners

non-medical reasons
to inject drugs for
Ever used a needle



Less than a third of  incarcerated
combat veterans used dru gs in the
month before their offense

Veterans in State prison who saw
combat during their military service
were less likely to report prior drug use
(69%) than noncombat veterans (82%)
(table 11).  Fewer than a third (30%) of
combat veterans reported drug use in
the month before their offense,
compared to half (49%) of other veter-
ans.  About a quarter of both combat
(23%) and other veterans (25%)
reported prior use of IV drugs.  

In their reports of prior drug abuse,
Vietnam-era veterans varied little from
other veterans in State prison.
Vietnam-era veterans (77%) were
about as likely as other veterans (80%)
to report ever using drugs, and slightly
less likely to report drug use in the
month before the offense (41%,
compared to 47% of other veterans).
However, a third (32%) of Vietnam-era
veterans reported prior IV drug use.
Other veterans in State prison (20%)
were no more likely than nonveterans
(19%) to report prior IV drug use.
     

Reports of prior alcohol abuse and
dependence were hi gher amon g
veteran inmates

Veterans were more likely than other
prison and jail inmates to report a
variety of alcohol abuse indicators
(table 12).  According to the CAGE
diagnostic instrument, 31% of veterans
in State prison and 35% of those in
local jails reported experiences that are
consistent with a history of alcohol
abuse or dependence.  Nonveterans in
both State prison (24%) and local jail
(25%) were less likely to report these
signs of alcohol dependence.  Overall,
fewer Federal prisoners were alcohol
dependent, but reports were higher
among veterans (21%) than nonveter-
ans (15%).

CAGE is an acronym for the four
questions used by the diagnostic
instrument to assess alcohol depend-
ence and abuse. Respondents are
asked if they have ever attempted to
(C)ut back on drinking; ever been
(A)nnoyed by others’ criticism of their
drinking; ever felt (G)uilty about their
drinking; and ever needed a drink first
thing in the morning as an (E)ye
opener or to steady the nerves.  The
CAGE instrument determines a
person’s likelihood of alcohol abuse by
the number of positive responses to
these questions.  (For additional infor-
mation on the CAGE instrument, see
Methodology.)

A consistently higher percentage of
veterans also reported engaging in
troubled behaviors associated with
past alcohol abuse.  Veterans in both
State (59%) and Federal (55%) prison
were more likely to report driving drunk
in the past than nonveterans (45% and
41%, respectively).  About half (48%)
of veterans, but less than a third (30%)
of nonveterans in local jails reported a
previous alcohol-related arrest.  Veter-
ans in local jails were also more likely
to report alcohol-related physical fights
(45%) than nonveterans (35%).  Prior
binge drinking incidents � consuming
as much as a fifth of liquor in 1 day �
were reported by 49% of veterans,
compared to 39% of other jail inmates.
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*Defined as service during the years 1964-1973.

49.525.081.8  No
29.8%22.8%68.5%  Yes

Served in combat duty

47.420.580.4  No
41.1%31.8%77.2%  Yes

Vietnam-era service*

Ever using drugs

Using drugs 
in the month 
before the offense

Ever using 
intravenous drugs

Percent of veterans in State
prison who reported —

Table 11. Prior dru g use of veterans in State prison, by Vietnam-era service and
combat-duty service, 1997

*Measured by 3 or more positive CAGE responses.  
For description of the CAGE diagnostic measure see Methodology.

39.248.629.833.440.644.4

Had as much as a fifth of liquor
in 1 day, 20 drinks, 3 six-packs
of beer, or 3 bottles of wine?

35.445.221.331.438.040.6Gotten into a physical fight?

38.6%61.6%41.0%55.5%45.0%58.8%under the influence of alcohol?
Driven a motor vehicle while

While drinking have you ever —

30.447.818.324.828.437.2
Been arrested or held at a 
police station?

10.9%16.6%4.7%6.8%9.7%14.3%Lost a job?

Because of your drinking,
have you ever —

25.2%34.6%15.5%20.9%23.6%30.6%History of alcohol dependence*

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeterans

FederalState
Percent of local
jail inmates, 1996

Percent of prisoners, 1997

Table 12. Alcohol dependence and experiences of State and Federal 
prisoners, and local jail inmates, by veteran status



According to the CAGE diagnostic
questionnaire, similar percentages of
Vietnam-era (33%) and other veterans
(30%) reported signs of alcohol
dependence (table 13).  Vietnam-era
veterans were also equally likely to
report alcohol-related physical fights
(41%) and binge-drinking incidents
(46%) as other veterans (40% and
44%, respectively).   Drunk driving
reports were slightly higher among
Vietnam-era veterans (63%) than other
veterans (57%) in State prison.

Similar percentages of combat (28%)
and noncombat (31%) veterans
reported signs of alcohol dependence.
Combat veterans in State prison were
about as likely to report a prior alcohol-
related arrest (35%) or a binge-drinking
experience (42%) as other veterans
(38% and 45%, respectively).  

Incarcerated veterans and nonveter-
ans re ported e qual partici pation in    
substance abuse treatment 

Veterans’ substance abuse treatment
histories were similiar to those of other
inmates (table 14).  Since their admis-
sion, veterans in both State (34%) and
Federal (30%) prisons reported similar
levels of participation in substance
abuse treatment or programs as
nonveterans (32% and 28%, respec-
tively).  Veterans in local jails also
reported the same level of participation
as other inmates (10% of both) in
substance abuse treatment or
programs since admission. 

Veterans received the same types of
treatment as nonveterans.  Among
State prisoners 12% of both groups
said they had received professional
treatment, such as a residential facility
or counseling, while similar percent-
ages (29% of veterans, 27% of nonvet-
erans) reported taking part in programs
such as self-help groups and education
programs.  Veterans (59%) were also
as likely as other State prisoners (56%)
to report participation in substance
abuse treatment or other programs at
some time in their past.   

   Veterans in Prison or Jail    11

aDefined as service during the years 1964-1973.
bMeasured by 3 or more positive CAGE responses. 
For description of the CAGE diagnostic measure see Methodology.

  of wine?
45.042.344.245.7  20 drinks, 3 six-packs of beer, or 3 bottles

  Had as much as a fifth of liquor in 1 day,

41.836.440.541.5  Gotten into a physical fight?

59.6%56.0%56.6%63.3%  influence of alcohol?
  Driven a motor vehicle while under the 

While drinking have you ever —

37.934.735.940.3  Been arrested or held at a police station?

14.8%12.4%13.3%16.0%  Lost a job?

Because of your drinking, have you ever —

31.5%27.6%29.8%32.9%History of alcohol dependenceb

NoYesNoYes
Served in combat dutyVietnam-era servicea

Percent of veterans in State prison, 1997

Table 13. Alcohol dependence and experiences of veterans in State prison,
by Vietnam-era service and combat-duty service, 1997

Note: Detail adds to more than total because prisoners may
have participated in more than one type of treatment program.

3.13.316.617.612.215.7   Education program
7.68.011.012.122.722.9   Self-help group/peer counseling
8.98.822.824.727.229.3Other alcohol/drug programs

0.30.40.20.10.30.1   Maintenance drug
0.80.60.20.00.71.2   Detoxification unit
1.11.13.93.45.06.2   Counseling by a professional
1.61.37.18.16.96.9   Residential facility or unit
3.43.210.311.011.912.3Any treatment

10.3%10.1%27.8%30.2%32.3%33.7%Partici pated since admission

14.719.710.010.717.316.5   On probation/parole
16.318.027.229.133.034.9   In prison/jail
22.325.830.732.537.438.4Other alcohol/drug programs

12.215.58.38.715.015.1   On probation/parole
10.313.314.915.819.719.2   In prison/jail
17.521.718.521.226.225.6Any treatment

28.4%31.9%38.8%41.3%47.9%47.2%correctional su pervision
Partici pated while under

31.138.634.739.642.646.3     Other alcohol/drug programs
31.640.323.530.834.137.4     Any treatment

41.5%48.4%45.7%50.6%56.1%58.7%Ever an y treatment or programs

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeteransType of treatment 

FederalState
Percent of local
jail inmates, 1996

Percent of prisoners, 1997

Table 14. Substance abuse treatment history of State and Federal prisoners, 
and local jail inmates, by veteran status



Incarcerated veterans were more
likel y to re port a mental illness

From responses to survey questions
regarding their mental health, a higher
percentage of veterans reported a
mental illness than nonveteran  

inmates (table 15).  Inmates were
considered to be mentally ill if they met
one of the following two criteria: they
reported a current mental or emotional
condition, or they reported an overnight
stay in a mental hospital or treatment
program.  

The varying rates of mental illness by
veteran status were most evident in the
local jail and Federal prison popula-
tions.  Among jail inmates, 25% of
veterans were identified as mentally ill,
compared to 15% of nonveterans.
Reports of mental illness were much
lower in Federal prison, but the
percentage of veterans reporting an
indicator of mental illness (13%) was
about twice that of nonveterans (6%).
In State prison, the reported rates of
mental illness among veterans (19%)
and nonveterans (16%) were more
similar.        

Among State prisoners, veterans who
had seen combat duty during their
service (22%) reported similar rates of
mental illness as noncombat veterans
(19%).  Veterans who served during
the Vietnam War era were also as
likely as other veterans (19% of both)
to report mental illness.

Reported levels of em ployment and
income were hi gher amon g veteran
inmates

Prior to their arrest, veteran inmates
were more likely to be employed than
nonveterans (table 16).  Veterans in
both State prisons (78%) and local jails
(72%) reported higher levels of
employment in the month before their
arrest than nonveterans (67% and
63%, respectively).  In particular, veter-
ans (69% of State, 59% of local) were
more likely to be working full-time prior
to their arrest than nonveterans (54%
of State, 48% of local).  Among Federal
prisoners, 72% of both groups had
been employed prior to their arrest, but
a greater share of veterans (65%) were
employed full-time than nonveterans
(59%).   
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*Reported either a mental or emotional condition or an overnight stay 
in a mental hospital or treatment program. See Mental Health and Treatment 
of Inmates and Probationers, NCJ 174463.

9.416.23.99.010.214.3hospital or treatment program
Admitted overnight to a mental

9.616.54.28.59.911.2or emotional condition
Reported a mental

15.2%24.6%6.4%13.2%15.8%19.3%Mentally ill*

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeterans

FederalState
Percent of local
jail inmates, 1996

Percent of prisoners, 1997

Table 15. Mental health status of State and Federal prisoners, and local jail
inmates, by veteran status

19.1%22.7%4.1%5.9%10.3%12.4%Yes

Homeless in the past year, livin g 
on the street  or in a shelter?

0.21.00.41.80.41.3Other
0.60.62.21.51.71.5Correctional facility
0.82.50.31.30.51.0Group home or institution
3.75.00.50.91.71.8Street/homeless shelter
3.24.71.31.62.22.8Rooming house/hotel/motel
8.37.64.93.26.89.0Trailer/mobile home

32.728.930.924.233.630.3Apartment
50.5%49.7%59.5%65.6%53.1%52.2%House

current arrest
Type of housin g prior to

2.73.914.416.37.68.0$5,000 or more
8.813.814.218.811.118.0$2,000-4,999

19.629.122.122.222.326.9$1,000-1,999
17.715.915.513.516.917.3$600-999
26.020.815.114.522.517.2$200-599
25.3%16.5%18.7%14.7%19.5%12.7%Less than $200

before current arrest
Personal income in month

4.55.12.41.22.82.7Occasional
10.789.96.310.35.6Part time
47.959.259.364.653.769.3Full time

63.272.371.672.166.877.5Employed
36.8%27.7%28.4%27.9%33.2%22.5%Unemployed

before current arrest
Emplo yment durin g month

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeterans

FederalState
Percent of local
jail inmates, 1996

Percent of prisoners, 1997

Table 16. Employment, income and housin g of State and Federal prisoners,
and local jail inmates, by veteran status

18.6  No
21.9%  Yes

Served in combat duty

19.1  No
19.3%  Yes

Vietnam-era service

Percent of veterans in
State prison reporting  
mental illness, 1997



The personal income of veterans in the
month before their arrest was also
higher than that of other inmates.
Among State prisoners, 53% of veter-
ans reported an income of at least
$1,000 in the month prior to arrest,
compared to 41% of nonveterans.
About half of veterans in local jails,
compared to nearly a third of nonveter-
ans, reported an income of at least
$1,000.  Veterans in both State prison
(13%) and local jail (16%) were also
less likely to report the lowest incomes
(under $200) than nonveterans (20%
and 25%, respectively).  

While overall veterans reported higher
incomes, the percentage of inmates
reporting the highest incomes (at least
$5,000) was nearly equal for veterans
(8% of State, 16% of Federal, and 4%
of local) and nonveterans (8%, 14%,
and 3%, respectively).

Incarcerated veterans were as likel y
as nonveterans to have been
homeless when arrested

In both State and Federal prisons, as
well as local jails, veterans and nonvet-
erans reported living in similar types of
housing prior to their arrests.  Among
State prisoners, about half of both
veterans (52%) and nonveterans (53%)
reported living in a house, and about a
third of both (30% of veterans, 34% of
nonveterans) said they had lived in an
apartment.  Similar percentages of
veterans and other State prisoners
reported living in each type of housing
prior to their arrest, including other
correctional facilities (2% of each) and
group homes or institutions (1% of
each).

Veterans were no more likely to be
homeless at the time of their arrest
than other inmates.  Among both State
(2% of each) and Federal (1% of each)
prisoners, equal percentages of veter-
ans and nonveterans reported living on
the street or in a homeless shelter prior
to their arrest.  The percentage of
veterans in prison (12% of State and  
6% of Federal) reporting homeless-
ness in the year prior to arrest was also
similar to that of nonveterans (10% of
State and 4% of Federal).    
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In their current offenses, honorably
and not honorably discharged veter-
ans in State prison showed few differ-
ences. For example, nearly equal
percentages of honorably (55%) and
not honorably (56%) discharged
veterans were serving a sentence for
a violent offense.  In addition, 35% of
both honorable and not honorable
discharges were on some type of
criminal justice status at the time of
their current arrest.

Among State prisoners, veterans not
honorably discharged reported more
serious criminal histories than honora-
bly discharged veterans.  Violent
recidivists accounted for 52% of
veterans not honorably discharged,
compared to 42% of honorable
discharges.  A higher percentage of
veterans not honorably discharged
(43%) also reported at least three
prior sentences, compared to those
with honorable discharges (36%).

Incarcerated veterans not honorably
discharged also reported higher levels
of prior substance abuse.  A majority
of these veterans (57%) reported drug
use in the month before their offense,
compared to 43% of honorable
discharges.  About a third (32%) of
veterans not honorably discharged,
but nearly a quarter (23%) of honor-
able discharges, reported prior intra-
venous drug use. Veterans not
honorably discharged also reported a
higher incidence of alcohol depend-
ence (36%) than honorable
discharges (30%).

While honorably discharged veterans
reported lower levels of substance
abuse, they did report a slightly higher
incidence of mental illness (19%) than
veterans not honorably discharged
(16%).   

aExcludes medical discharges and those
veterans who have not yet been discharged. 
bRecidivists with at least one current or past
violent offense.
cIncludes recidivists with unknown offenses.
dBinge drinking is defined as having consumed
as much as a fifth of liquor in a single day.
eReported either a mental or emotional condi-
tion or an overnight stay in a mental hospital
or program.

22,33898,457Number of prisoners

15.8%18.8%
Identified as 
mentall y ill e

48.943.8
Ever engaged in  

binge drinkingd

60.759.3Ever drove drunk
35.9%30.1%

History of alcohol
dependence 

Prior alcohol abuse

57.542.9

Used drugs in   
month before
offense

31.622.5Used IV drugs
86.4%77.1% Ever used drugs

Prior dru g use

5.15.311 or more
12.49.26-10
25.021.43-5
13.815.12
18.317.21
25.4%31.8%0

Number of prior probation or
incarceration sentences

19.724.0Other recidivistsc
2.82.0

Drug recidivists 
only

52.142.3Violent recidivistsb
74.668.2Priors
25.4%31.8%None

Criminal histor y

0.00.6     Other
16.314.4     On probation
19.020.4     On parole
35.335.4  Status
64.7%64.6%  None

Status at time
of current arrest

11.610.1  Public-order
11.814.9  Drug
19.720.3  Property
56.5%54.7% Violent

Current offense
Not honorablea Honorable

Discharge type

Percent of veterans
in State prison, 1997

Veterans who had not been honorabl y dischar ged had more serious
criminal and substance abuse histories



Methodolo gy

Data in this report are based on
personal interviews conducted through
the 1997 Survey of Inmates in State
and Federal Correctional Facilities and
the 1996 Survey of Inmates in Local
Jails.  Detailed descriptions of the
methodology and sample design of
each survey can be found in the follow-
ing:  Substance Abuse and Treatment,
State and Federal Prisoners, 1997
(NCJ 172871); and Profile of Jail
Inmates, 1996 (NCJ 164629).  

Accuracy of the estimates

The accuracy of the estimates in this
report depends on two types of error:
sampling and nonsampling.  Sampling
error is the variation that may occur by
chance because a sample rather a

complete enumeration of the popula-
tion was conducted.  Nonsampling
error can be attributed to many
sources, such as nonresponses, differ-
ences in the interpretation of questions
among inmates, recall difficulties, and
processing errors.  The sampling error,
as measured by an estimated standard
error, varies by the size of the estimate
and the size of the base population.
Estimates of the standard errors for
selected characteristics have been
calculated for each survey (see appen-
dix tables).  These standard errors may
be used to construct confidence inter-
vals around percentages.  For
example, the 95% confidence interval
around the percentage of veterans in
State prison who were identified as
mentally ill is approximately 19.3% plus
or minus 1.96 times 1.22% (or 21.7%
to 16.9%).

These standard errors may also be
used to test the statistical significance
of the difference between two sample
statistics by pooling the standard errors
of the two sample estimates.  For
example, the standard error of the
difference between veterans and other
State prisoners who used intravenous
(IV) drugs would be 1.40% (or the
square root of the sum of the squared
standard errors for each group).  The
95% confidence interval around the
difference would be 1.96 times 1.40 (or
2.74%).  Since the difference of 5.1%
(24.5% minus 19.4%) is greater than
2.74%, the difference would be consid-
ered statistically significant.

Estimates of the veteran population

This report includes incarceration rates
for veterans and nonveterans in the
U.S. population.  These rates were
calculated using unpublished projec-
tions of the veteran population that
were generated by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Veteran Affairs’ National
Center for Veteran Analysis and Statis-
tics.  These veteran population projec-
tions are based on 1980 and 1990
decennial census data on prior military
service and discharge data from the
U.S Department of Defense (DoD).  

Historical statistics on active duty
military personnel

The DoD annually reports the number
of active duty military personnel in each
branch of service, as well as the DoD
total.  For this report these historical
data were used to calculate the
percentage of active duty military
personnel attributed to each branch of
service at the end of the fiscal year,
1950 to 1998.  These DoD data are
available for the years 1950 to 1995 in
Table 580, Statistical Abstract of the
United States, 1998, p. 364.  Data for
later years were obtained from the  
following DoD website:  http://web1.
whs.osd.mil/mmid/military/history/
milhist.htm 
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aBinge drinking is defined as having consumed in a day as much as a fifth of liquor, 
equivalent to 20 drinks, 3 bottles of wine, or 3 six-packs of beer.
bReported either a mental or emotional condition or an overnight stay in a mental 
hospital or program.

0.300.920.160.520.150.41At time of arrest
0.65%1.80%0.45%1.29%0.35%1.01%In year before arrest

Homeless

0.56%2.35%0.56%1.86%0.43%1.22%Identified as mentall y ill b

0.902.251.042.600.571.53Binge drinkera

0.942.281.122.730.581.52Ever drove drunk
0.75%2.03%0.82%2.24%0.50%1.42%Alcohol dependent

Prior alcohol abuse

0.882.210.962.260.551.36
Under influence at time 
of offense

0.942.481.132.700.581.53
Used drugs in month 
before offense

0.631.880.732.070.461.32Ever used IV drugs
0.63%1.83%1.01%2.46%0.43%1.25%Ever used drugs

Prior dru g use

0.86%2.21%1.11%2.70%0.49%1.41%Any priors
Criminal histor y

0.85%2.21%1.01%2.45%0.58%1.48%Any status

Criminal justice 
status at arrest

0.782.170.581.410.350.94Public-order
0.701.681.223.110.481.09Drug
0.761.920.391.230.481.25Property
0.82%2.14%0.56%1.66%0.58%1.54%Violent

Current offense

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeterans

Non-
veteransVeteransSelected characteristic

Local jailFederal prisonState prison
Estimated standard errors

Appendix table 1. Standard errors of selected characteristics of veterans
and nonveterans in State and Federal prisons, and local jails



Military prison statistics

In 1994 the DoD Corrections Council
established an annual military confine-
ment report.  The council, comprised of
representatives from each branch of
military service, adopted a standard-
ized questionnaire with a common set
of definitions.  With the Corrections
Council, the Bureau of Justice Statis-
tics produced a series of tables that
provide a unified profile of persons in
the custody of U.S. military authorities.
(For more information, see Correc-
tional Populations in the United States,
1995, NCJ 163916 and Correctional
Populations in the United States, 1996,
NCJ 170013.)     

CAGE diagnostic instrument for alcohol
dependence

The CAGE questionnaire is a diagnos-
tic instrument for detecting a person’s
history of alcohol abuse or
dependence.  In a clinical test involving
hospital admissions, three or more
positive responses to the four CAGE
questions carried a .99 predictive value
for alcohol abuse or dependence.  For
data on the relationship of CAGE to
other alcohol abuse indicators, see
Substance Abuse and Treatment,
State and Federal Prisoners, 1997,
(NCJ 172871).  For further information
on the predictive values of the CAGE
instrument, see the article “Screening
for Alcohol Abuse Using the CAGE
Questionnaire” by B. Bush and others,
The American Journal of Medicine, Vol.
82, February 1987, pp.231-35.
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aMore than one victim may have been reported.
bIncludes (ex-)spouse, (ex-)boyfriend and (ex-)girlfriend.
cIncludes those known by sight only.

0.882.03No
0.88%2.03%Yes

Use of weapon

0.881.94Knew none of victims
0.450.93Otherc
0.781.96Friend/acquaintance
0.501.34Intimateb
0.511.75Relative
0.88%1.94%Knew victima

Victim-offender relationship

0.371.0355 or older
0.761.7635-54
0.831.7525-34
0.741.4518-24
0.551.5313-17
0.52%1.71%12 or younger 

Age of youn gest victim

0.551.25Both males and females
0.842.08Female
0.87%2.01%Male

Gender of victim (s)

NonveteransVeteransVictim characteristic
Percent of violent State prisoners

Appendix table 2. Standard errors of victim characteristics
by  veteran status of violent State prisoners, 1997

...Data not reported.
*Excludes medical discharges and those veterans who have not 
yet been discharged.

...2.761.49Other than Vietnam era

...2.76%1.49%Vietnam era (1964-73)
Era of militar y service

1.76%2.21%1.23%Combat dut y durin g service

1.341.780.87Air Force
1.562.021.11Marine Corps
1.781.901.16Navy
2.25%2.70%1.51%Army

Branch of militar y service

1.581.961.17Dishonorable*
1.77%2.17%1.32%Honorable

Dischar ge type

Local
jail

Federal
prison

State
prisonSelected characteristic

Percent of veterans

Appendix table 3. Standard errors of selected characteris-
tics of veterans in State and Federal prisons, and local jails
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This report and others from the
Bureau of Justice Statistics are
available through the Internet �

htt p://www.o jp .usdo j.gov/b js/

The data from the 1997 Surveys of
Inmates in State and Federal
Correctional Facilities and the 1996
Survey of Inmates in Local Jails are
available from the National Archive
of Criminal Justice Data, maintained
by the Inter-university Consortium
for Political and Social Research at
the University of Michigan, 1-800-
999-0960.  The archive may also be
accessed through the BJS Internet
site.


